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RICULTURAL LABOR IN RELATION TO AGRICULTURA!, PLANNING
FOR NATIONAL DEFENSE

Varden Fuller
Bureau of Agricultural Economics
U. S. Department of Agriculture

i, Mage employment on the farm in recent years has been a "residual
e Y From this situation
fai 1n_1arge part, those problems of farm labor which now demand
f“mﬁh in planning to meet the impacts of war and national defense.,
ty 2cter, the problems differ little from those of the last war,

ey s
%qey g€lve promise of being considerably more intense. This inten-

.ﬁgzzses because of two factors: On the one hand, the vast majority
: §SRUU1tura1 wage workers are not as firmly tied to the land as 25

h 203 ON the other, war today is much more a matter of tremendous
leal equipment requiring the labor service of a vast corps of

" behind the battle lines.
@mnB@fore proceeding further with problems of agricultural labor
ﬁdag’ an enlargement of the concept of agricultural labor as a
%da foocupational category is perhaps justified. We were accus-

%%i W decades back to regard wage work on the farm as an appren-
%, P through which an individual progressed towards entrepreneurship.
%'ssufficient number and distribution of successes to lend realism
hﬁt ®ntreprencurial anticipation, one might safely guess that the
og ¥ of persons entering farm labor did so by deliberate choice--a
v, TOM among several reasonably attractive alternatives. In recent
‘t;nﬁowever, most persons entering agricultural wage employment have
%%m;cso ?y choice. There has been little chance of progress through
h%&1 eship or even, without occupational progress, of gaining a

¥ acceptable livelihood.

OXEOremOSt characteristic of the "residual category" is the lack
b .omete alternatives for gainful employment. During the past de-
‘P&dn? Principal and practically exclusive alternative to farm labor
‘%m*.lng & livelihood has been public assistence in one form or

*&ioiurm employers and farm laborers are both placed in a vulnerable
e, €cause of the residual nature of wage employment in agricul-
liggq o o employment opportunities in nonagricultural enterprise are
phﬁency economic depression and industrial stagnation, farm workers
dup ofe unrestrained competition which reduces wage rates and the
Qlleve employment obtuinable. As recovery commences and the gen-
AR of cmployment opportunities is improved, farm employers
,i% g Vu}nerable position. On a continued upswing they will, un-
E,“dthgr&tlon sets in, experience a rapidly diminishing labor sup-
1ﬁent attendant rise in wage rates and the possibility of insuf-
elp to plant and hervest their crops.
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MIPOSSibly it will be worth the time to examine further these

E ' though reciprocal, vulnerable positions of farm employer and
mip?rer. On the side of the laborer group, vulnerability Fo .
edlnod competition comes as a result of several characteristics
\; Supply-demsnd situation. Farm work is completely open shop.
%I§ipient union organization as now exists does not go far enough
.hvldc o cohesive and articulate bargaining unit. The labor group
+T8 can exert virtually no restriction upon the numbers entering

Rt . . - .
: ield; all they can do is apoeal to public assistance agencies
Dl discontinuance of assistance when employment may be presumed

Wailoble.

| 01 the demand side, it is, of course, true that physical ability,

' 8nd expericnce contribute towards efficiency in practically all
N °f work, They ore indispensable in particular lines. Neverthe-

‘ nvor the great majority of tusks for which lebor is hired--partic-

the hervesting of fruits and truck crops--the labor of the young,

v

i "Tles, pruncs, peus, hops, etc. whole femilies cen work as a
his goneral absence of specific requirements or considerable

f@&{ and the inexperienced of both sexes cen be utilized. In pick-

ng

Ho®ee further extends the range of competition among workers. Ad-

,ofreto is & condition most common in Cealifornis which moves the

! .
mﬁl worker still further from a stabilized relution to a particuler
e farm operator and places employer-worker contacts on a highly

N
h
b

RN ) . ‘4 . . s

w o tel basis. This condition is the interjection of the labor con-

ﬁk%? who nssembles the lebor force, relievos the ferm operator of
1sion, and orgsnizes the workers into gong formation.

These foregoing characteristics of the supply-demand situation

mtcultural employment, particulerly in the spceialized production

Cohohsive crops, make it possible for persons not usually engaged as

% FUral laborers to compets on almost equal terms with those long-
msblished. And when ths new competitors offer wage concessions,
iﬁy fraquently did during the past decade, the last vestige of res-

msmlupon competition is swept away. New workers are added to the

'p%ry in large numbers, wage rates decline, and a limited amount of

-mmmnt is widecly shared. Consequently, carnings are reduced by

Iy, %%er weee rates and decreased annual number of man-days of em-

i) e‘
at per head.,

“ly For farm employers the situation is approximately reversed,
‘%P“unerability arises when favorable nonagricultural employment
f.% Wnitics begin to deplete the farm lubor supply. Agricultural
 %ﬂ&teS begin to rise--frequently at o faster rate than nonagricul-

MQW&gG rates (which sro generally higher to begin with) and also

han the prices received for agricultural products.

.‘% As o generul thesis, I believe it can be successfully argued
‘mgﬁiculture is not in a position to compete for labor. This, of
y doos not mean that it must always be so or that low labor re-

e inherent in agriculture as a form of economic enterprise.
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LSY, end without developing ell the ramificutions, we can perhaps
'V say that incbility to pay high weges arises primarily out of
h“ructural relotionships now developed becwuse low wages have been
;%teristic of the past. The resistance against competitive adjust-
] Qf wage rates is hurdly at all a reluctance of the farm operator
4re his return; it is almost entirely a matter of rigidly high
‘,yalues and land rents. To pay greatly increased wages over a long
'ld of tims would, other conditions cqual, require o downward ad-
%nt in land values. Over the long run this might be desirablo,
‘ k‘t'tmy given time, it would mean hardship and possibly disaster to
[%mers with heavy fixed indebtednoss.,

“The farm employer with a large, specialized farm, producing
':%1Ve crops, is obviously most vulncrable to labor competition.
;tern of agriculture in which such units are numerous,cannot, in
ﬁdevelop unless there is aon assured supply of workers who remain
tle for temporary cmployment on a casual and scasonal basis,
,?th in which this type of farming is most prominent, namely Cal-
.;tﬂ, has, although largely by chance, had such a labor supply. Its
"% and composition have changed many times,but, with only tempo-
®ceptions, labor supply has never been a restrictive determinant
“%b@ scalo ond specimlization of agricultural operations. Two al-
" {"ng sources huve kept the California agricultural labor supply
| entirely adequate if not supersbundant level:

~%.1) During times of depression and low level of employment op-
Mity, unemployed workers of nonsgricultural industry have augmented
tbor supply.

M 2) When employment in nonagricultural industries was increasing,
3mn tho farm labor supply would otherwise have been rcduced by
wf:&W&l to better paying jobs, immigrants from low cconomic stand-
‘gﬁthries have augmented the supply. The Chinese, the Japanese,
_xfxic&ns, the Hindus, and the Filipinos have all in their time

U this role.

y The most extended exception to this highly elustic supply sit-
W?W&s during the first World War. From 1917 to 1920 workers with-
4, om agriculture in lurge numbers while only a very few Mexican
n$&nts arrived to take their places. Nevertheless, crops were

ﬁed and harvested without significant loss or restriction, but

l'the first efforts at concerted labor planning.

- Mygne means of'planning was the attempt to incresase the labor
L9 by bringing in Mexican workers. Arrcngemonts were made under
ngV?sions of the 1917 immigretion }aw for temporary suspension
,“Yain restrictiong,including the literacy test, the contract la-
ﬁ%QUSG, and the payaent of the head tax. Mexican aliens so admit-
i :0 to engagc in agricultural labor only, or be progptly arrested
' %;gorted. Lator modifications permitted cmployment in railway .
.y enee, coal mining, and the ercction of certain government build-
Texas, Michigan, and Colorado apparently reccived most of the
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'm&n laborers coming in under these spocial sxemptions; the number

Vlng in tho Far West orior to 1920 was very small,

Another &nd more importent means of labor planning in the last
a5 to secure an efficicnt utilization of local labor supplies.

'f farm labor agents were appointed and cherged with expediting the
"°¥ment of locul lubor which was not accustomed to secking agricul-

work and with planning retionalized employment of remaining rcgu-
dbor, Farm cmployers cooperuted by participating in labor exchanges
¥ improvement of housing and working conditions, Boys wereo re-

;”d under guard from reform schools and the Womens' Land Army was

m1zed There was also advertisement for help,and private recruit-

During the early part of this year we have aguein experienced a

Aj-pdethdr wol from the farm labor supply. Expanxlon of employment
'%PtuﬂlthS in defense and allied industries, togethor with entry

) * the armed forces, are,of course,th¢ cause., In some of our west-
. tates, the executing of defcnsu contracts will approximately double

: mmmur of persons engaged in manufacturing and mechanical indus-

2, Although ths exodus of workers is not yet well under way, crop
€rs sstimate that farm labor supply for the Nation has already
{aSud by olmost one-fifth between April 1940 and April this year.
&Wtuln areas the decline has been much more rupid, Oregon and
henFtOn reported o deorcasc of 25 percent in lebor supply, while in

&r Western States the decercase was between 15 and 20 percent. l/

q declines in supply do not nccessarily mcan immediate shortage, for

i
N St arsas there wos « large surnlus to be removed, Oregon, however,

;gﬂrC&dy found it necessury to obtuin workers from California for

be‘I'ly fruit harvest.

b . The relatively earlier depletion of labor supply in the North-

i
'S upparently to be accountad for in two ways:

,&h 1) Migrants from the northern Great Plains, who were a major

,® of additions to the labor supply during the thirties, have in
®st two years almost ccased to arrive.

‘%“ ?) Fumily viorkers who customurily are availeble from metropolitun

i

'/h 'S to pick fruit are forthcoming in much reduced numbcrs-—apparont-

\ F&“SC carnings of principal breadwinnors ara no longer so seriously
%w;d of supplementwntion. (Thlu letter phenomenon, incidentally, is

b fu‘I‘lv well substantiated inverse function of egricultural labor
hy vhich tends further to reducs available workers, cven from agri-

"2l laborer families, as employmont conditions improve.)

Hy The principel source of agricultural labor to California and
no, during the past decade has been the migrants from the southern

N l/ United Stutes Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Mar-
§ Service. Farm Lubor Report. (Mimecographed monthly releases.)
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E“iPlains. This movement reached a peak in 19%6-37 and thereafter,
fil the spring of 1941, tended to decline., In the first four months
slghl the in-movement apparently has again swung upward. April 1941,
&ﬁmatter of fact, was the largest April in the six years of the
nubrnia plant quarantine station count of persons entering the State
M“?rch of manual employment. g/ Although the seasonal pattern of
bslnflow is not clearly marked, it is sufficient to suggest that

Y type of migration may be entering a new phase.

lmk Significantly, however, these migrants in search of manual

oy are not arriving at destinations which make them available for
%MQUItural employment, The shacktown communities of San Joaquin

w, oV have received very few new families in the past year. Growers
u&? and auto camps in the predominantly agricultural areas have an

W 22lly large number of vacancies. Compared with a year ago, the
e,“&tion in the Farm Security Administration camps is light in south-

Celifornia and heavy in northern California.

t%a Incoming workers are therefore evidently looking for nonagricul-
Y employment und arc procceding to metropolitan and defense employ-
a%h?enters. Much of this movement has apparently rested on hope und
a%vlp&tion rather than strong promise. Concentretions of unemployed
o%mflng built up from which backwashes over the rural areas may well

m% Arizona is in e rather spscial situation. In recent years Ari-
u, farm employers have depended largely upon temporarily hiring work-
o TOm among the migrants from the South Plains who were on their way
Y Q1if‘ornia and the Northwest, The pattern, as indicat:d by border
ty date, has been for Arizona to get & net increase of workers from
% %St during Septomber through December and then to experience a
;. 9Ss to the west during the remoinder of the ycar. A significant
9,08 however, has recently occurred. In February through April of
%nélaborersrwero entering Arizona from the cast in almost as large
%%ﬁ% as thsy werc lcaving Arizona on the west, But in the soame
S%ts of 19,1, the ratio of departures on the west to arrivals on the
Yy g approximately 1 1/?: 1, Other States in the western region
&%dQVO difficulties in getting their farm work donc, but there is a
®ance that in Arizons the problem will be the most perplexing.

Yoy What can be done in the western region to mect a probable labor
the ige during the next few years? One direct method is to increase
%Q"OP supply available for farm work., Provided they are willing

Wh‘me, we could legally bring in Mexicans agein as during the last
Te could lend encouragement to an increcased rate of migration

%ml 3/ United States Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Agricul-
Yy “COonomics. Persons, Members of Parties in Need of HManual Employ-
%%&§Egzi§5 Arizona and California by Motor Vchicle. (Mimeographed

'ly releuse issued at Berkeley, California.)
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!

tahe southern Great Plains, We could take steps to accelerate the
nfmnt of Negroes out of the deep South--a movement which, inciden-
Ly is recently roported to be showing up more prominently in Ari-
» in Imperiel Valley, and in the San Joaguin delta.

mc However, when we endeavor to forecsee the cmployment situation

. Probubly will preveil when the defense progroam slackens, we are

Uty P Prog ’

n.oned ageinst an augmentation of lubor ponulation which may ultima-
g { P

] )

hm tontribute to desperate unemployment. Rather then experience an
&ﬁﬁtlng of population on so narrow and temporary o basis of economic
JuR K3 ) A}

Ehftmdnt, wa can well afford to engage in some forethought and plan-

» and, at worst, to sacrifice some of our agricultural output.

"hth Actuully, I beolieve it is safe to say that we have cnough lebor
'}g ® western region to hundle our requirements. The Salt River Val-
é%'th@ Snako River Valley, und the Yakima Valley will probably be
ﬁuéﬁst eriticcl areas, largely becausce of high scasonal labor re-

g “ents relative to resident population. Efficient distribution and
ﬁnfmploymont of local labor not generally secekirg work in agriculturc

., °¢ required. Where it becomes necessary, school opening and clos-

ﬁﬁfﬁtes can be adjusted so as to mske high school students available

-@mﬁxtr& work, W. P. A. vrojects can be temporzrily closed down,

ﬁ% deg arrcngenent is made to take the individuals buck as soon as

;%ﬁmfcome unemployed through no fault of their own. The temporarily

;%%;°yed from metropolitan centers can be utilized, provided arrange-

i%qm£”§ mede to fucilitate their placement and furnish transportation
Sing, '

R Busic to efficient distribution of labor urc current reliasble
3%ms“d9mand information by areas and a placement service in which
ga‘yees and workers both have confidence. In the past decade neither
Dy %orkers nor cmployers have madc extensive use of tho public em-
l%dfnt services in most of our western States. During periods of
imtws?rplus, workars are motivated to scurch for jobs on their own
Mm&‘lVe, and cmnloyers are able to get all the labor they require
%e%r Foing to the employment service. As the labor market approaches
?%tklllbrium, a placement service becomes more adventageous to both
long $; in times of labor scarcity, it becomes indispensable to effic-
%%ilstribution of labor on o local and on a regional basis. Coop-
hm;e Participation by employers means that they must indicate their
i%‘ Yeeds as far in advance as possible end refrain from over-order-
Wy . %Operative participation by workers means that they must seek
%e reclisnce in information available at the placement agencies.,

| Seryg As a meuns of developing boasic informution and coordinating the

Q%mees of the public agencies dealing with farm labor, it has been

Uy, . 2dvisable to undertoks farm labor work within the land use plan-

ewgzogra . The 3Secretary of Agriculture has recommended that there

c%mi Mized o farm labor subcommittee to cach Stote Lund Use Planning

Yt o °C Whose specific task "....will be to assist the U.S. Employ-
“rvice in determining the location of any areas of prospective
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by

labg:shol‘tages end surpluses, in learning the extent and k?nds of
%%vsupply, and in laying plens for needed corrective act}on. ?he
1y e? of the Department and the Employment Service have in their
alldcelnformation thet bears directly on the labor problem in State
%w{mnty areas. Land use planning committecs or other local ?arm
8 &ve, or can readily obtain, even morec detailed information.

ly, . "Neithor the Stato Subcommittee on Farm Labor nor the county
ﬁ%rng committees will bo expscted to become operating agencies for
%%eregistrution, placement, or conciliation. The contribution of
%wic°mmittees will be a detailed knowledge of crops, pl.‘oducersf
OI‘tngf‘«hd harvesting dates, areas of excess labor supplies, estimates
@%f Wmount and type of additionasl labor nceded and when neqded, sug-
%mﬁ?s for better utilizution of the locecl lebor supply, and recom-
%:tons and pluns for improving the agricultural labor 31?uat10n.
k'161:cmmﬂi‘lﬁ;ees can contribute much by’fully'ucguainting‘thelr mgmbers
3quf Public with the problems of transportutlgn, housing, sanitation,
! “0d tho gencral welfare of farm workers., é/
%%Q The Secretary of Agriculture has further recommended tha? the
Y, bloyment Service, the Stats Agricultural Extension Serv1c?,
th‘eF?’PiQUltural Merketing Service, the Work Projects Administration,
i%am“Security Administration, and the Bureau of Agricgltural Econ-
paPm Sould contribute to or have ex-officio membership in the State
°r Subcommittee,

b

l%b ALl seven States in the western region have deliberated farm
stﬁteproblems as a part of lond use planning activities. In.some‘

%%’ % special subcommittee has not been considered essential; in
W&§ & pre-existing committes organization has been utilized. Over
iy Ve the establishment of working relationships between land use
Hd;% Committees und the public employment service, plans havg bcen
f%mér integruting the policies and programs of the Farm Socurity

B Tetion, the Work Projects Administration, State and county.wel-
M{%°ncias, and others concerned with farm labor. Plans are be}ng
mhaw‘local action, wherever land use plenning committecs find it

ﬁc ®y to adjust school dates, to secure temporury closure of.W.P.A.
Tt Ce projects, ond to secure short-term vocational education

' 8kills which may become especially scarce.

Eﬁ“An efficient distribution of labor on a regional basis will
%%; iG encouragement of interstate movement of_workers undez the
ﬁmqih}p of the respective State Employmen? ?erv1ces, ai.wus .ru:
&%n“ In the movemsnt of some thousand families from Cg ifornia o
¢m' In order to roduce the possibility of employer mlsungerstandlng
\:i\iiiévity, it is essential that land use planning committees

—— e n——

ﬁ%té/ United States Department of Agriculture, Office of the
%&Eﬁ; Suggestions for Facilitating the Work of the State Sub-
o i

38 on Farm Labor. (Mimeographed, March T9LT.)
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’f@ipnte in maling dceisions as to the relative urgency of labor
H%rements. The Employment Service is obligated to honor any bona
1%£ffer of cmployment. However, when offers of employment are for
ol and casual work at widely scperated points, the Employment
ﬁhwes of both the requisitioning end supplying States must jointly

N relative employmont situations and jointly determine whether a
iﬁflde interstate order can be placed. Necedless to say, active par-
%patiOn of land use planning committees ull the wey down the line to
b, Communitics will both strengthen the requisito intormational back-
-ﬁgdund enhence the confidence of employers in intm-regional activ-

%, Another problem facing the Employment Service is that of referral
}ﬂrstrikes. Prosent federal regulations arc that workers cannot be
wred to o place of employment where strike condition prevails. Un-
gst&to legislation establishes the specific obligation elsewhere,
%’Wloyment Service must itself determine when a strike condition

Y, Prevail, For two reasons it is doubtful that the Employment Sor-
% Should have this obligation: First, it has not the facilities to
%‘@1exhaustive sxamination of & reported dispute; sccond, such a
Q%l°n would be prejudicial to impurtial operation eos o placement
W&? In order to remove this obstruction to cffective cooperation
%dmlemployors with the Employment Service, the Celifornia State

i% S¢ Planning Committee has recommended that the responsibility of
“%Suning whother a strike condition prevails be lodged with some

&e public agency.

% . In Utah und in California, farm labor plenning has gone beyond
%%.&te lovel. Upon rccommendation of the State Lond Use Planning

Y, '“eos, farm labor subcomnittees are being organized in those coun-
‘%awhcre the county lend use planning committee feels that there is
hg and something can be accomplished. The county group is intended
%%fve as a discussion ond fact-finding unit and is advised by the
Mﬁ?ommittce to refrain from such activities as arbitration and
l%kl°n. It will nrobably also be best if they refrain from direct
Tecruitmont.

Wm_ln addition to fuct-finding as regards the local supply-demand
ti‘f;l‘)n, it is also suggested that thc Californias county committees
Y 2% initiative in integrating progrems of public agencies dealing
i, 2 labor and that they undertaks discussion and study of certain
%Mlmo problems of agricultural employment. Among the long-time

8
"S sugrested are:

%n.}) ¥eeds and methods of providing improved housing and sanitary
les for differ.nt types of farm workers,

%% 2) The advantuges, disadvantages, and methods of regulating
tontracting.

3) Extent to which scasonal labor nceds can be reduced and em-
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EMGnt stabilized through greater diversification of agriculture,

\

o on individual ferms or within localities,

y Agricultural lobor is & new field within land use planning. All

';%ts of this particular program are of neccssity only in their form-

[hVe stage. But developments thus for would appear to warrant the

_ Mmism that this will be a means of meeting emergency requirements

|' Wltimately, of assisting in drawing closer together the total agri-
Ural population and its service cgencies.,




